Choreoathetosis after cardiac surgery with hypothermia and extracorporeal circulation.
Eleven children, 4-48 months old, with congenital cyanotic heart defects developed choreoathetoid movements 2-12 days after cardiac surgery with hypothermia and extracorporeal circulation (ECC). The abnormal movements mainly involved the limbs, facial musculature, and tongue, leading to a severe dysphagia. The symptoms had an acute onset, after a period of apparent neurologic normality, and had a variable outcome. Of the nine children that survive, three had abnormal movements when last seen (41 days to 12 months of follow-up). The other six children had a complete regression of the choreoathetoid movements 1-4 weeks after onset. No specific finding was observed in the CT scans, cerebrospinal fluid examination, or EEG that could be related to the abnormal movements. Symptomatic therapy with haloperidol with or without benzodiazepines led to symptomatic improvement in six children, although there was no evidence that this treatment modified the evolution of the disease. The authors conclude that the choreoathetoid syndrome after cardiac surgery with deep hypothermia and ECC is an ill-defined entity requiring additional study to better understand its pathogenesis so that preventive measures can be taken to avoid a condition that can lead to permanent and incapacitating neurologic sequelae.